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1. The 2020 results have been achieved against a backdrop of extraordinary 

disruption and uncertainty and young people and their teachers must be given the 

credit they deserve for an outstanding set of results which are the result of much 

hard work on their part.  

2. The SQA was faced with a range of significant challenges in implementing 

arrangements for certification this summer. The NASUWT does not understate the 

scale and complexity of this task in any way. 

3. It is entirely right that, notwithstanding the difficulties the COVID-19 outbreak has 

undoubtedly created, the SQA and the Scottish Government have sought to 

implement an approach to certification that ensures fairness to all learners, the safe 

and secure certification of qualifications and that the integrity and credibility of the 

qualifications system is maintained.  

4. However, teachers and leaders across the country have consistently expressed 

concern during the year that, while they understood that arrangements would need 

to be different this year, they remained unclear about the reasons for some of these 

arrangements and how critical matters of importance would be addressed. In 

particular, concerns were raised about the methodology that the SQA would adopt 

to ensure the fair and consistent awarding of grades, why teachers were required 

to submit rankings of estimated performance, how any potential bias would be 

addressed and arrangements for candidates to appeal their grades.  

5. Throughout 2020, the NASUWT consistently called for the SQA to share its 

developing thinking in these important areas and to take the teaching profession 

into its confidence as its plans in these respects began to take shape. It is deeply 

regrettable that this did not happen. The SQA’s prospects of reaching the best 

possible arrangements for certification would have been enhanced, not hindered, 

if it had consulted widely with the teaching profession, was open about the difficult 

choices and made the fullest possible use of the experience and expertise of 

classroom practitioners in its decision-making. 

6. From the start of this process the NASUWT also pressed for the SQA to publish 

the details of any equality impact assessment, particularly in respect of the extent 

to which equalities issues were taken into effective consideration throughout the 



design and implementation of the moderation process for 2019/20. It is very difficult 

to understand how decisions were being taken in the absence of any completed 

equality assessment and the late arrival of the EIA only served to further undermine 

teachers’ confidence in the process.  

7. In particular, the SQA’s announcement more recently that there would be no 

engagement with schools over any need to adjust estimated grades was not 

viewed positively. Teachers worked tirelessly in extremely challenging 

circumstances to submit estimated grades that would be fair to all young people. 

This decision by the SQA contradicted the NASUWT’s expectations that 

engagement with teachers where there was a difference between the historical 

attainment data and an estimated grade would take place and did nothing to instil 

confidence that the professional judgement of teachers had genuinely been placed 

at the heart of the grading process for this year. 

8. Overall results have increased in 2020 which should be celebrated. Nevertheless, 

it should not be overlooked that a significant number of teacher estimates have 

been adjusted, raising questions for Scottish Education and which should inform 

the approach that is taken for the exam diet in 2021. Whilst there has been some 

public discourse on whether teacher estimates were too high, it should be noted 

that they are traditionally higher than actual results and out of necessity teachers 

this year had been encouraged to infer future performance. Where evidence has 

been available in schools, this will have been based on timed classroom 

performance, as well as Prelims, and pupils may perform better in these 

circumstances. The NASUWT is clear that there should be no reason to suggest 

that teacher estimates were 'not credible'. 

9. Equally the Scottish experience under lockdown will result in questions of whether 

the exam system is fit-for-purpose. Naturally questions will be raised about the 

structure and nature of the Scottish assessment system. Whilst there can be value 

in a summative exam as part of a pupil's overall assessment there is no doubt that 

a review of the current system would be useful and would help to address some of 

the issues the Scottish Qualifications system has struggled with in recent years. 

10. Finally, it is important pupils from deprived areas and those with protected 

characteristics are not unfairly penalised and that the qualification system is 



sufficiently transparent to instil confidence in teachers, pupils, parents and 

employers. The Union is keen to work with the SQA to ensure that sufficient data 

and analysis is undertaken to best support Equality Impact Assessments moving 

forward. 

11. Where a candidate is disappointed with their results they do have the opportunity 

to appeal and it will be important for both students and teachers that the appeal 

process is fair and transparent and allows pupils to receive a swift outcome so they 

can make informed decisions about further study or employment. The Union 

believes all teachers and pupils who feel their results have been inappropriate 

should be encouraged to use the appeal system.  However, given the timeframe 

involved, this will naturally have workload implications at a time when the 

profession is preparing to support the return of all pupils to a school learning 

environment. 

12. A lack of clarity remains about the process that will be in place for students due to 

sit their exams in 2021 and with schools due to begin reopening next week it is 

now critical that the SQA sets out its plans for the coming year, both in terms of the 

arrangements for next year’s national qualifications and any changes which will be 

needed to the exam diet for 2021.  Given the continuing uncertainty over the 

trajectory of the COVID-19 pandemic and how this may affect education provision, 

it is vital that robust contingency plans are in place which will support pupils and 

teachers to achieve their best and ensure they are not disadvantaged in the event 

of further disruption.  As we look ahead to the 2021 exam season we call on the 

SQA to ensure it puts the professional judgement of teachers at the heart of its 

plans. 
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